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Organisation, social change and the United Arab Emirates. 
Dr Mervyn J Morris 
Brisbane Graduate School of Business 
 
Abstract 
Since the oil price rises of the 1970’s and 1980’s the rate of economic development 
of the United Arab Emirates has been significant.  While this economic 
development has brought concomitant social changes, these changes, like the 
economic ones, have not been shared equally by all U.A.E. society.  However, it 
will be argued that one group is starting to benefit from a combination of the 
economic growth and government policies.  Through this combination, increasing 
numbers of Emiratii women have been able to forge an expanded set of gender 
roles which would have once seemed well beyond reach. 
 
This paper represents an exploratory study of how a combination of economic 
factors and government policies, all mediated by embedded features of western 
style organisations, is beginning to give to Emiratii women the opportunity to 
significantly expand their gender roles.  These changes have been taking place in 
what has been a very traditional Islamic and conservative rural society where the 
roles of men and women were very tightly proscribed.  As a result of religion and 
culture, women’s roles were very limited.  However, as explored within this paper, 
these roles are no longer as limited as they once were.   
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While there is a great deal of literature on the factors involved in social change, little 
attention seems to have been given to the role organisation plays in these processes.  
While there are many examples of organisations being involved in social change, the 
actual role of organisation has gone relatively unnoticed.  However, Gidden’s (1979) 
theory of structuration has a place for organisation, implicitly, if not explicitly, when he 
argues that the actions of actors are influenced by structural elements that occur in sites, 
or locales.  Thus organisation, as manifested in organisations, can represent such a site 
for potential changes to take place.  Allied to Gidden’s theory of structuration are ideas of 
embeddedness within social contexts.  Granovetter (1985, 487) argues that actors 
“…attempts at purposive action are …embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of social 
relations.”  Frost (1987) also uses the idea of embeddedness when discussing power.  He 
claims (1987, 506) that “power exists on a far deeper level, where it is culturally embedded 
in the very structure of the organisation.”  Nee and Ingram (1998, 30) also recognise that 
“…cultural beliefs and cognitive processes embedded in institutions are key to 
understanding actors’ perceptions of self interest.”  This paper argues that there are 
embedded values in organisational arrangements which act in such a way as to mediate 
social changes.  The case study of the gender roles of women in the United Arab Emirates 
is used as an exploratory study for this idea. 
 
Este (2000, 75) analysed changed social conditions in twenty-two countries in the Middle 
East.  The longitudinal study examined a number of issues that confirmed that the majority 
of the governments in the region were committed to “…transforming their traditional social, 
political, and economic systems in new forms that are better able to respond to the 
realities of increasing globalization and internationalization.”  The data pointed to 
significant changes in many areas, such as health, education, welfare, and employment.  
The study concluded that the development trends were positive and there was an 
increased capacity for the governments to meet “…at least the basic social and material 
needs of their growing populations (Este, 2000, 75)”. 
 
This is undoubtedly true for the United Arab Emirates given the time that has elapsed 
since the study.  However, while governments may have been busy transforming their 
countries, the status quo of specific groups within these countries may not necessarily 
have changed.  Certainly, economic and social conditions have changed.  In the United 
Arab Emirates there have been very significant changes to education, health, welfare, 
incomes, and employment.  But how far reaching these changes are is a matter of some 
debate, especially in relation to the role of women in what was once a very traditional, 
rural, Islamic society.  Simply pointing to the increased numbers of women in employment 
is not necessarily an indication of women suddenly being empowered, or given choices.  
Olmsted (2005, 112) argues that it is problematic that women’s increased employment 
leads to an improvement in their economic status “…particularly given gender role 
expectations…” in patriarchal societies such as exists in the Middle East.  Olmsted (2005, 
115) adds that even feminists are divided on the question of whether rising women’s 
employment is a sign of increased empowerment.  Ghabra (1997, 369) has argued that it 
is a combination of education and employment that has transformed the role of women in 
society.  (For a further discussion of this whole issue, see Ward and Pyle, 1995, which 
while dated, still contains a good selection of theoretical arguments around this issue.) 
 
One issue that does run through a lot of the literature on changes impacting upon women 
in the Middle East is the impact that education has had.  (See, for example, Eickelman, 
1993; Ghabra, 1997; Ilkkaracan, 2002; and Bahry and Marr, 2005.).  Moghadam (2004, 
152) notes that “…perhaps the most important [social change] has been the expansion of 
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schooling for girls.”  She does not overlook the role of employment in conjunction with 
education when she concludes “…increasing rates of female education and employment 
have effected the structure and size of the family, as well as women’s gender 
consciousness. (Moghadam, 2004, 157). 
 
While Moghadam (and others) have sought to examine what changes have impacted upon 
women, they have not really explained the mechanism of how these changes actually took 
place.  It almost seems that it is sufficient simply for women to be educated and to have 
employment opportunities open to them for concomitant social changes to take place.  
Certainly, education and employment opportunities are of importance, but although it may 
seem self evident that the two factors, taken together, will change women’s consciousness 
there is still a question of how this happens.   
 
This paper seeks to explore the issue of changing female consciousness in the Middle 
East, in relation to the United Arab Emirates, by exploring the idea that the changes 
Moghadam (and others) draw attention to are the outcomes of a combination of 
government policies in relation to education and employment, with these outcomes being 
mediated by organisations.  As well as mediating outcomes, organisations also offer 
possibilities for change due to embedded factors which also impact upon changes to 
women’s consciousness.  Organisations do this by exposing women to different gender 
roles and contexts which are an outcome of the implementation of government policies in 
relation to education and employment.  The paper does this by first, examining the 
situation in the United Arab Emirates in relation to education and employment (with the 
emphasis on how women have fared in these two areas) and second, discussing how the 
changes have been mediated in concert with the embedded factors of organisations. 
 
UNITED ARAB EMIRATES 
 
The United Arab Emirates is a small country of seven emirates located on the shores of 
the Arabian Gulf in the Middle East.  It became a federation in 1971 and has achieved 
significant economic growth through the presence of significant oil reserves in one of the 
Emirates, Abu Dhabi.  Another Emirate, Dubai, is making a name for itself internationally 
as a major tourist destination as well as a major centre for construction.  These two 
Emirates dominate the Federation. 
 
The population of the United Arab Emirates was estimated to be 180,000 people in 1968.  
the current estimate is well over four million people.  Notably this contemporary figure 
includes only about 670,000 nationals with the remainder of the population being 
expatriates, primarily from the Indian subcontinent and other Arab nations.  (Heard-Bey, 
2005, 360-361).  The result of this mix of locals and immigrants is a population which 
“…represents one of the most socially, ethnically, religiously and socially mixed to be 
found anywhere.”  (Heard-Bey, 2005, 360).  Table 1 provides details of population 
numbers of national and non national people for selected years in order to give some idea 
of the population characteristics of the country. 
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Table 1 – UAE Population by Sex and Nationality, 1975 – 2004 (Thousands) 
 
national Non national total  
year 
Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female total 
1975 105 97 202 281 75 356 386 171 558 
1980 151 140 291 569 182 751 720 322 1042 
1985 202 194 396 693 290 983 896 484 1379 
1995 297 290 587 1310 514 1824 1607 804 2411 
2004 464 442 906 2465 949 3414 2929 1391 4320 
 
(Source:  United Arab Emirates, Human Resources Report, 2005, p.9.) 
  Note:  The figures for 1975 and 1985 are official census figures, while the remaining 
figures are estimates. 
 
Of the total national female population approximately 241,000 or 54.5% are of school age 
(5 years to 24 years) (Human Resources Report, 2005, 59).  To put this figure into 
perspective, if the 0-4 year group (65,000) and the 25.29 year group (31,000) are included, 
the total percentage of women in these age brackets makes up some 87.5% of the total 
female national population.  Similar population structures apply for male nationals.  Thus 
the population of the United Arab Emirates has a very young profile and this brings with it 
other difficulties for the country.  However, while in general terms the female to male 
population ratio of nationals is about the same, when it comes to education, there are 





The government of the United Arab Emirates has a policy of providing access to education 
for all its eligible population, as the government believes “…education to be the key future 
prosperity in an increasingly globalized economy.  Free eduction at all levels facilitates 
access for all citizens at every level of the system.”  (UAE Yearbook, 2005, 213).  That this 
is not just political rhetoric is illustrated by the following statistics. 
 
Currently there are 27,262 national females in higher education, compared to 14,274 
national men.  (Human Resources Report, 2005, 59).  In the case of the United Arab 
Emirates, the higher education sector consists of both public and private institutions with 
by far the largest number of women enrolled in public institutions.  Some 22,266 attend 
public institutions, while the remaining 4,996 attend private institutions.  This represents 
only .6% of the total female population.  However, when placed against the total female 
population in the 15-19 age group and the 20-24 age group, the figure is 25%.  The actual 
percentage is likely to be higher, as the commencing age for higher education is usually 17 
or 18.  If the figures for the cohort from 25-29 are also considered there is no doubt that 
the numbers would be even higher, as higher education has been available since 1976.  
The public sector students are split up over three institutions – Zayed University, with 
campuses in Abu Dhabi and Dubai (established in 1998); UAE University, Al Ain 
(established in 1976), and the Higher Colleges of Technology, twelve colleges located in 
five emirates (established in 1988).  Zayed University and the Higher Colleges both share 
the feature that all instruction is in English.  In 2003/4, 4,843 women and 1,946 men 
graduated from public institutions, while 1,126 women and 746 men graduated from 
private institutions.  Just over half the women graduating from public institutions were from 
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the HCT (2657 or 55%).  It is also worth noting that the vast majority of teaching staff at 
the higher education institutions are expatriates.  For example, the HCT workforce is 
recruited from over 40 different countries with over 950 instructors 
(www.hct.ac.ae/factsandfigures, accessed 29 August, 2005).  The majority of these 
instructors are drawn from the United States of America, Canada, Britain, Australia, and 
New Zealand as well as Europeans who have attended western universities.  In 2002/3 of 
the 5540 teaching staff employed in the public sector 74 per cent were expatriates.  Of this 
total, male teachers outnumbered female teachers by 2 to 1.  (UAE Human Resources 
Report, 2005, 32).  The implications of these statistics will be discussed in a later section.  
It is worth noting that on completion of their education (at whatever level, primary or 
tertiary) increasing numbers of women are heading not directly into marriage, as may have 




As has already been noted above, the labour market in the United Arab Emirates is 
dominated by expatriates.  Of the total UAE population 80 per cent is expatriate (Human 
Resources Report, 2005, 9).  This dominance of expatriates in the total population is also 
replicated in the labour market.  In 2004, with a total labour force of 2,731,000 men and 
women, only 254,000 (or 9 per cent) were nationals.  Of this total of 9 per cent, 6.4per cent 
were men, with the remaining 2.1 being women (Human Resources Report, 2005, 21-22).  
(There are the occasional statistical anomalies due to the way the data has been gathered 
and calculated.  These anomalies are not considered significant enough to impact on the 
overall argument.)   
 
Only 2 per cent of the total national workforce is employed in the private sector, with the 
remaining numbers being employed in the public sector, which is already overstaffed. 
(UAE Yearbook, 2005, 226) 
 
In an endeavour to try to both correct the imbalance between the public and private 
sectors and at the same time find work for the national men and women, the government 
has pursued a policy of Emiratisation.  This policy has become necessary as the price of 
expatriate labour is generally considerably less than that of national labour.  With the huge 
labour markets of the Indian sub continent and Asia literally on the doorstep of the United 
Arab Emirates, it is considerably cheaper for employers to import qualified, experienced 
labour from these countries at a wage many Emiratiis will not accept.  (For a fuller 
discussion of Emiratisation, see Davidson, 2005).  To try and counter this tendency, the 
government has selected industries they considered suitable for national men and women 
to work in and set quotas that the organisations within these industries have to meet.  To 
date, quotas have been set in banking (1998, 4% annual increments); insurance (2003, 
5% annual increments) and trade (2004, 2% for organisations with more than 50 
employees).  (Human Resources Report, 2005, Chpt. 7). 
 
While the program does have legislative sanctions, the government has generally avoided 
imposing the sanctions available to it, relying instead on voluntary compliance.  None of 
the industries have achieved quota.  The banks have made “noticeable progress” to their 
quota, but the insurance companies seem unable to do so and it is too early to make any 
judgements in relation to the trade sector (Human Resources Report, 2005, 62-63).  In a 
similar vein to education, the policy is non discriminatory with both national men and 
women being given every opportunity to secure government assistance in obtaining a full 
time job.  Part of the difficulty for the government is that the aspirations of the national 
workforce do not necessarily match their skills and experience.  As Heard-Bey (2005, 361) 
points out with the structure of the population and the labour market as it is, nationals have 
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come to see themselves as a “natural” middle class, and will generally only accept work 
congruent with these expectations.  For example, Dubai Transport Corporation has an all 
women taxi fleet that has grown from 7 to 30 women in five years.  The Director of 
Administration for the Corporation is “especially …eager” for nationals to sign up.  (Gulf 
News, 29/7/05)  And this is when unemployment rates for women are running at almost 
20% of the female labour market.  Anecdotal evidence would suggest that this is changing, 
but very slowly, and mainly with the women leading the way. 
 
WOMEN IN THE LABOUR MARKET (unless otherwise stated, the material in this section 
is based upon UAE Human Resources Report, 2005, Chpt.3) 
 
National women currently comprise 71,000 members of the total labour market.  In the 
case of the UAE, this figure includes not only those women who are currently working, but 
also those who are actively seeking, or interested, in working.  The unemployment rate is 
estimated to be twice that of men – 19.7% for women, 8.2% for men.  While this figure 
may not at first sight seem very high, it needs to be kept in mind that the comparable figure 
for 1995 was 15,729.  But, while absolute numbers may have increased, in relative terms 
the national women’s rates of employment have actually fallen, from 91.7% in 1995, to 
80.2% in 2004.  This declining trend is indicative of more women seeking to join the job 
market, but with less available jobs.  The UAE Human Resources Report, (2005, 28) notes 





As indicated above, the position of women in relation to education and employment has 
not yet reached the stage of that of women in developed countries.  However, there are 
signs that progress is being made and women are achieving much that as recently as ten 
years ago would have seemed unrealistic.  The results have been achieved due to a 
combination of economic circumstances, government policies and the role of organisations 
as mediating structures. 
 
Government policies are unambiguous in relation to the education and employment of 
women both in rhetoric and reality.  Government policies have had a great deal of impact 
in the education area, with twice as many women as men attending higher education, even 
though the population of national men and women is roughly equal.  The fact that the 
education is free is also significant, as this removes a potential barrier to students 
attending.  But it is important to note not only the numbers of students enrolled in higher 
education, but also the composition of the staff involved in their instruction. This also 
seems to be as a deliberate result of government policy, with the majority of expatriate 
instructors coming from developed countries and bringing with them the dominant cultures 
of those countries.  Of itself, this is nothing unusual but the embedded nature of the 
relationships within the educational institutions is significant, both for national men and 
women but probably more so for women.   
 
The higher education institutions of the United Arab Emirates are based on western 
models of education and thus draw on western style organisational arrangements.  
Theoretically this implies that gender roles are irrelevant; it is the capacity to actually do 
the job which is more important.  As a result of this, all the students who have attended, 
and are currently enrolled in, higher education are exposed, on a daily basis, to men and 
women enacting roles within organisation contexts and in effect providing role models for 
students.  While it could be argued that modern communication mediums also 
demonstrate such role models – although there is some doubt about this – there is no 
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doubt about the potential impact of these role models when enacted and experienced on a 
daily basis across the entire organisational hierarchy.  Women are just as likely to be in 
senior management positions as are men.  For example, 34 per cent of managers at the 
HCT colleges are women, spread over the 11 colleges (Deegan, 2005).  Men still 
dominate the upper reaches of the education hierarchy (for example, all the directors of 
the Higher Colleges of Technology colleges are men).  Men still dominate management 
positions, the do no monopolise them, as is the case in many other areas of society.  The 
students, both male and female, are daily seeing women in managerial roles in both 
traditional (education and welfare) and non traditional (business and technology).  
Certainly, the percentages are not high, but it is a least a start.  It is also worth keeping in 
mind that similar figures once applied to the managerial roles of women in developed 
countries..  So students are seeing enacted different social roles as part of the 
embeddedness of organisations, on an ongoing basis.  This enactment is embedded in the 
organisational arrangements, it is not something that is necessarily planned or intended 
but is simply part of the everyday life of students attending institutions of higher education.  
While the impacts will vary from student to student, at least it presents options or 
alternatives that the students may not really have been aware of and they may even start 
taking such arrangements for granted.  This is also an illustration of Gidden’s idea of sites, 
or locales, where social relationships are enacted, or worked through.  In the case of 
educational organisations the structure and rules mediate social processes, based around 
western ideas of organisation.  Many women are exposed, for the first time often, to men 
who are not their direct relatives, but also from another country, which is just as likely to be 
a developed country.  So not only are the actors very different to the lived experience of 
the students, the context is also unfamiliar.  These women have to come to terms with 
relationships seldom, if ever, encountered.  Expatriate male teachers make up 66% of the 
teaching staff.  Students would encounter at the very least some male teachers during 
their time in a higher education institution. 
 
The teachers and the students are not operating totally in the dark.  The embeddedness of 
organisation provides the structures and rules which mediate the social relationships of the 
different actors.  Actions are not determined but influenced by the embedded structures 
and rules which may contradict established social mores.  This is why the role of the 
government is important, as it adds to the legitimacy of the social context in which these 
relationships are developed.  Choices of women may well still be restricted, but a least 
they enacting different gender roles on an almost daily basis.  Women are no longer 
playing the gender role assigned to them by broader society of wife, mother, or sister.  
Instead they are able to, if they choose, to redefine themselves as students, which brings 
with the role, different sets of expectations. 
 
Another element of the context of higher education in the United Arab Emirates is that the 
vast majority of students will all complete work experience, at least once during the time 
they are at the college.  This work experience will take place in another social and 
geographically distinct locale, or site, with organisations providing again a set of structures 
and rules which the women will have to enact on a daily basis, and in the process of that 
enactment will again be redefining their roles in terms of employees of an organisation, 
rather than a more traditional type role which might be expected of them.  The role of an 
employee can be very different to that of a sister, wife, or mother.  The students will not 
have any specific vocational experience to draw upon in this new organisational context, 
except their experience of the relationships between managers and employees in the 
educational context.  These experiences will help to locate their behaviours in an 
organisation.  Again, the government has to play a legitimating role for these experiences 
to be accepted by broader society.  The time periods students spend on work experience 
does vary, from two weeks, to ten weeks depending upon a number of factors.  This work 
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experience takes place in organisational contexts of both the public and private sectors.  
The students will (and do) experience the enactment of vocational roles, rather than roles 
which are based on traditional ideas of gender roles.  They will also of course see and 
experience the same frustrations and disappointments of women in employment around 
the world, but for many (if not all) it is their first experience within a multigendered, 
multiracial context.  The students will be given tasks to do which will be new to all of them 
but particularly the women students.   
 
An outcome of these ‘experiences’ is that due to the high percentages of expatriates in the 
workforce, national males and females will encounter people from different countries and 
cultures.  For many women this will be another first time experience from which they will 
have to develop another set of social skills, but within a structure with embedded rules and 
roles, which can add an element of comfort for those having to enact these roles for the 
first time.  The embedded structures help to reduce the ambiguity and uncertainty the 
women might be feeling.  Coupled with their experience in educational contexts, the 
amount of uncertainty and anxiety in this new context can be reduced, but not eliminated. 
 
By the time the women have completed their higher education they have gained exposure 
to a much broader range of social experiences that might ordinarily have been the case.  
As a result of these experiences, women are seeking for themselves new gender role 
definitions in the world of organisations.  For example, in Dubai in 2002 55% of businesses 
were all started by women.  (UAE Handbook, 2004, p 235).  These experiences have been 
the result of a number of features such as government policies on education and 
employment, and the mediating role of the embedded structures and roles within 
organisational contexts. 
 
In order to properly gauge the extent to which these factors have combined to provide an 
impetus for social change needs further research, but discussion above does help to 
explain one very significant social change in the United Arab Emirates in relation to 
women.  It is noted in the UAE Human Resources Report 2005, p. 11  
 
 The most outstanding development in demographic characteristics of the UAE 
 population is the sharp and constant decline in the gross fertility rate…From 1985 to 
 2004…it dropped by 57% for the UAE population. 
 
In 1985 there were 7.2 children per national woman.  By 2004 this figure had fallen to 4.6 – 
as noted a significant decline.  The government has attempted to arrest the decline but it 
seems that women are choosing to ignore this particular ‘request’.  While the reasons for 
the sharp decline could be due to a number of factors – for example, lower infant mortality 
rates meant more children survived the early years hence it was not necessary to have as 
many – there is another possibility.  Declining birth rates are often associated with women 
postponing marriage and this could certainly be the case in the United Arab Emirates.  It 
was recently noted by the Director of Abu Dhabi Naturalisation and Residency Department 
“[w]e have a spinsterhood problem in the UAE>” (Gulf News, 27/7/05). 
 
In conclusion, perhaps the last word should be left to one of the women about whom I 
have been writing.  A female graduate of the Higher Colleges of Technology who was 
asked what her eduction had done for her replied: 
 
 My education in HCT has changed my life from being a family dependent girl to a 
 self dependent lady.  (HCT Graduate Report, 2004, 56). 
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